Refugee Board (IRB), the independent, quasi-judicial body that hears claims for protection against persecution -and the paucity of works that add to our understanding of this policy area. Given his credentials, the author of Refugee Sandwich would appear to be very well-positioned to make an important contribution in this respect, and he does so in a most unexpected and marked way. Showler has worked as an immigration and refugee lawyer, been both a member of the IRB (1994-99) and its chairperson (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) , and currently teaches immigration and refugee law at the University of Ottawa. Through these various experiences he has seen most every aspect of refugee determination in Canada at close quarters. However, rather than write an analysis of that process or a memoir of his experiences working within it, he has instead created a unique insider's account in the guise of a collection of short stories aimed at "illustrat[ing] the profoundly difficult process of communicating the experience of refugees within a judicial context, a difficulty that is shared by all participants" (xv). In taking this approach, Refugee Sandwich challenges any simplistic assessment of the work of the IRB, which tends in public discourse to be condemned for being either too generous or too cruel, and stimulates public debate on how the effectiveness and fairness of refugee determination could be increased.
The bulk of the book consists of a baker's dozen of tales, fictionalized composites that draw on Showler's own experiences, which individually and collectively explore numerous complex ethical and procedural questions that can arise in deciding who deserves Canada's protection and who does not. Although the high-stakes nature of refugee determination readily lends itself to a dramatized style, the effectiveness of this approach depends on the author's ability not only to present a compelling and informed narrative, but also to lead readers themselves to experience "the great difficulty and sometimes impossibility of deciding refugee claims accurately" (210). And in this, Showler excels. Consider, for example, "Excluding Manuel."
Manuel is a refugee claimant suspected of complicity in crimes against humanity while serving in the police force of an unnamed country. His case has already been heard once but "due to the inability of the Board and Minister to even approximate compliance with their own procedures" (20), his initial rejection has been quashed by the courts; seven years after his arrival in Canada, his case is about to be heard again. Of the two Board members who will determine his fate, one is diligent if a little dull, while the other is lively but more concerned to reach a quick outcome than to ensure that it is the right one -both were appointed to this well-paying job more for their political connections than their expertise. If the complexity of deciding such issues as complicity were not difficult enough, Manuel has no lawyer, the interpreter has insufficient skill in Spanish, and the Immigration department's representative is unable to pose clear questions in English. After much frustration on all sides, it is eventually revealed that Manuel had on at least one occasion been involved in transferring an individual into the hands of a secret security team that was known to torture political suspects. For at least one Board member, the claimant's complicity is evident, but his moral culpability is not so certain: "It was one thing to reject the butchers, but what about the teenagers dragooned into military service, complicit yet frightened peasants like Manuel who had never had a sense of choice or alternative in their lives" (39). Now living the life of a model immigrant in Canada, Manuel might himself be tortured if he (and his family, including three Canadian-born children) is sent back.
Showler offers few easy answers for either his characters or readers, and thus in this and many other stories the final outcome is not revealed -it is left for us to determine. In this way, he takes his audience beyond the formal legal-administrative structure of the process and presents refugee determination as a deeply human (and, therefore, often flawed) exchange as he shifts focus onto different actors and circumstances across the chapters. While the determination process is portrayed at its best and worst, underneath seems to lie, in the words of one character, a fundamental belief (or at least hope) that " [d] espite all of the differences in language, perception, and all that, ... there is always the possibility of truth. A very relative truth, mind you, but truth all the same" (93). Perhaps it is with this in mind that Showler includes an afterword to provide readers with a formal overview of the process and four key recommendations to improve its quality. This is not, however, an academic analysis, and, therefore, anyone looking for an exegesis on refugee determination will be disappointed. However, they should not be, for Refugee Sandwich offers academics, students, those involved in the refugee determination process, and the general public alike the chance to appreciate the real constraints at play in refugee determination, and to think about how far they might be tempered if not overcome.
